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Brigham Young University
Before their current relationship, individuals may have had a variety of previous
relationships such as romantic relationships, sexual relationships, and cohabiting relationships. In this study we explored the common or shared influence of these 3 types
of previous relationships, and the unique influence of each type, on current relationship
functioning. With a sample of more than 4,000 individuals we found that there was a
significantly negative shared influence for previous romantic, sexual, and cohabiting
relationships on current relationship attitudes, sexual satisfaction, commitment, and
stability. Above and beyond the shared influence, there was also a unique negative
influence for previous sexual and cohabiting relationships on current relationship
stability. The effects were largely similar for women and for men. It appears that on
average the positive lessons that are learned from previous relationship experiences are
likely being overwhelmed by the negative carryover, especially in regard to relationship
attitudes and relationship stability.
Keywords: sexuality, romance, cohabitation

The romantic and sexual histories of individuals are becoming more complex and varied as
the pathways to an eventual marriage for those
who have this goal have diversified, and some
individuals are electing to never marry (Cherlin,
2009). Individuals often have romantic relationships that are not sexual, and sexual relationships that are not romantic, and some that are
both. One type of relationship that usually includes both sex and romance is a cohabiting
relationship. While romantic, sexual, and cohabiting relationships may share common attributes, there may also be unique influences of
each of these three relational experiences. Of
most importance for this study is that the asso-

ciations of these three types of relationships
have never been examined simultaneously so
that both the shared and unique elements of
these relationship types can be explored. This is
the purpose of this study.
The potential differential associations of
these relationship histories are important to
understand because youth and adults are unsure regarding the place and timing of romance, sex, and cohabitation in relationship
development. For example, a recent report
from Harvard University indicates that most
young adults feel very uninformed about how
to understand and sequence love, sex, and
friendship as they strive for a lasting romantic
relationship. This lack of information leaves
them vulnerable to misogyny, sexual harassment, and other types of negative relationship
experiences (Weissbourd, Anderson, Cashin,
& McIntyre, 2017). Additionally, individuals’
relationship histories may leave them with
attitudes, opinions, and feelings about relationships that may or may not help them
sustain their current relationships (Willoughby & James, 2017). Careful research
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that helps differentiate the influence of different types of relationships could be crucial for
helping young adults make wiser choices.

This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.

Romantic Relationships
In this study, we define a romantic relationship as an exclusive relationship where individuals share feelings and expressions of love and
affection. Meier and Allen’s (2009) relationship
progression theory suggests a developmental
sequence for emerging relationship skills. Historically, individuals developed from shortterm, superficial relationships, to multiple relationships, then often to a few single steady
relationships. However, there has been a shift
during the last several decades where there is
greater diversity in romantic relationships such
as individuals having no romantic experience,
having sporadic involvement with different
partners that often leads to cohabitation, or having frequent involvement where these relationships are short-term with multiple partners
(Rauer, Pettit, Lansford, Bates, & Dodge,
2013). Scholars have also noted that many longterm romantic relationships will now include
periods of break-up and renewal, a concept
coined on/off again relationships or relationship
churning (Dailey, Jin, Pfiester, & Beck, 2011;
Dailey, Pfiester, Jin, Beck, & Clark, 2009;
Halpern-Meekin, Manning, Giordano, & Longmore, 2013). Dailey and colleagues (2009) have
noted that the majority of young adult relationships may now include such cycling in and out
of the relationship at least once. HalpernMeeking et al. (2013) have specifically emphasized the importance of conducting research
such as this study where we explore whether
this “relationship churning” influences the stability of subsequent marriage or other relationships.
This historical shift parallels the emerging
adulthood literature—a proposed life stage lasting from the late teens through the mid- to
late-20s (Arnett, 2000). This proposed developmental stage has been presented as a time of
instability, exploration, and self-focus. Many of
these emerging adults are not focused on having
a lasting romantic partner. Indeed, one emerging adult scholar noted that, “observation of the
lives of the majority of young people shows that
they may move between transitory and inconsistent states with regard to relationships”
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(Shulman & Connolly, 2013, p. 29). As a result,
it is expected that emerging adults will have
multiple romantic partners. However, the literature exploring the influence of these multiple
relationships is sparse. There is some literature
on adolescent relationship development and influence, but recognizably, for young adults,
there is likely a different process. The experiences of emerging adults are dramatically different than those of preceding generations as
“hanging-out” and “hooking-up” has replaced
some of the traditional experiences of dating for
many young adults (Siebenbruner, 2013). In
fact, when evaluating emerging adults, it would
not be uncommon to discover that the term
“dating” is almost omitted from their conversations. Some scholars found that one third of the
female seniors in college had been asked on two
or less dates and only 50% had been asked on
six or more dates during their three plus years in
college (Woodger, Holman, & Young, 2007).
The infrequency of dating, in favor of casual
romantic experiences, such as hanging-out, may
be beneficial or detrimental for long-term relationship success. Seiffge-Krenke (2003) suggested that greater involvement in romantic relationships early on leads to later positive
romantic outcomes. However, we know that the
number of previous partners does have an influence on current levels of functioning (Green,
Campbell, & Davis, 2007; Herzog & HillChapman, 2013; Leck, 2006; Saribay & Andersen, 2007). These and other authors have demonstrated that previous relationship break ups or
difficulties can lead to more problems in future
relationships. Moreover, past relationships can
have a negative effect on future relationships
(Brimhall, Wampler, & Kimball, 2008). We
also know that the process of forming new
relationships and breaking up with multiple
partners over time can be problematic. This can
lead to a decrease in an individuals’ commitment to future relationships and associations
with increased levels of delinquency (Cui,
Ueno, Fincham, Donnellan, & Wickrama, 2012;
Davies & Windle, 2000; Simpson, 1987; Teachman, 2003). It is possible that extensive relational experiences that do not always work out
well may contribute to individuals being more
cautious and slower to commit in subsequent
relationships. It is also possible that some individuals struggle to fully recover from the emotional process of ending a long-term relation-
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ship, thereby carrying negative emotions into
their new relationships.
From the work previously reviewed the obvious question arises as to whether is it better
for individuals to have many romantic relationships to gain experience and greater understanding or is it more ideal to have fewer romantic
relationships to reduce the negative effects from
terminated relationships? In this study we hope
to at least partially address this question.

may “weaken the marital bond by heightening
awareness of alternatives to one’s marital partner as sources of sexual intimacy and fulfillment” (p. 198).
In a culture where sexual relationships are
common, similar questions to those previously
mentioned are raised. Is it better for individuals
to have many sexual relationships so they are
able to gain experience and improve their ability
to develop sexual efficacy? In contrast, is it
more ideal to have fewer sexual relationships?

Sexual Relationships
Cohabiting Relationships
Sometimes sexual relationships are embedded in romantic relationships and sometimes
they are not. Social interaction often leads to
individuals hooking up by participating in some
degree of casual sexual activity—ranging from
kissing to intercourse. Glenn and Marquardt
(2001) suggested women in their college sample reported 91% of these hookups happened
“very often” or “fairly often.” Consequently,
approximately 90 –95% of married individuals
have had premarital intercourse (Halpern &
Kaestle, 2013; Teachman, 2009). Furthermore,
unlike some romantic relationships, hooking-up
carries no promise of long-term commitment.
This suggests that some people in today’s culture are centered on low-commitment relationships. These types of relationships are typically
created solely for the physical pleasure and may
even evolve into an ongoing, yet noncommitted
relationship (i.e., “friends-with-benefits”;
Banker, Kaestle, & Allen, 2010).
Similar to romantic relationships, these previous casual sexual relationships also influence
current relationship functioning. Specifically,
sexual involvement and the timing of sexual
involvement influences future relationship functioning. In particular, the research demonstrates
that early sexual involvement in a relationship
and sexual involvement with different partners
across time negatively influences the development of relationship communication patterns,
sexual quality, and stability in couples (Busby,
Carroll, & Willoughby, 2010; Busby, Willoughby, & Carroll, 2013; Sassler, Addo, &
Lichter, 2012; Teachman, 2003). Specifically,
Teachman (2009) found that among women,
having premarital intercourse with more partners than just their future spouse indicated an
increase in the risk of subsequent marital disruption. Moreover, multiple sexual partners

While it is beyond the scope of this article to
describe the extensive literature on cohabiting
couples, it is important to note that most marriage relationships are now preceded by cohabitation (Kennedy & Bumpass, 2008). In addition, cohabitation has been consistently linked
to negative relationship outcomes, especially
when the cohabitation is not with an eventual
marriage partner (Jose, O’Leary, & Moyer,
2010). While selection factors likely account for
some of these associations, scholars have noted
that cohabiters continue to report less positive
outcomes, even when accounting for potential
selection effects (Dush, Cohan, & Amato,
2003). These explanations often center around
reports of less marital commitment among premarital cohabiters (Kuperberg, 2014; Willoughby, Carroll, & Busby, 2012). While recent
work has suggested that these findings may be
diminishing in recent cohorts (Kuperberg, 2014;
Manning & Cohen, 2012), a large body of existing literature continues to suggest that premarital cohabitation may carry some risks for
long-term relationship success. However, because virtually all cohabiting relationships are
also sexual and romantic in nature it is difficult
to determine whether the possible negative effects might be from these relationship processes
rather than anything unique that is part of the
cohabiting experience. This study should help
with beginning to unravel the potentially unique
influence of cohabitation above and beyond romance and sex.
Theoretical Model
Scholars have attempted to organize their
thinking about the influence of past relationship
history, regardless of the type, by developing
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different theoretical models (Meier & Allen,
2009). Some of these models have emphasized
behavioral systems that are developed such as
affiliation, sexuality, attachment, and caregiving
(Furman & Wehner, 1994), while others have
emphasized the phases relationships go through
such as initiation, affiliation, intimacy, and
commitment (Connolly & Goldberg, 1999).
While it is not possible to fully test phase models without longitudinal data, we attempt to
combine common elements from these two
types of theories into the model presented in
Figure 1. On the far left of the model are the
central exogenous variables of interest that have
not been tested simultaneously before for common and unique effects. The multiple arrows
leading out of the unique effects of these three
relationship types indicate that we will explore
whether, beyond the common effects included
in the latent variable, each relationship type
might influence all the other variables to the left
in the model. This approach to using both the
shared and the unique elements of a variable in
a structural model has been used by several
researchers in the past but not with relationship
types as we do in this study (Galovan, Holmes,
& Proulx, 2017; Ledermann & Kenny, 2012).
To isolate the influence of sexual, romantic,
and cohabitation relationship histories as com-
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pared with other variables that influence relationship outcomes, we used a number of control
variables that are commonly used in this type of
research including relationship length, education, and religiosity (Tolman & Diamond, 2013;
Willoughby et al., 2012). Age would have been
another natural control variable but it was
highly correlated with relationship length so we
selected relationship length instead.
The constructs in the middle of the model
including sexual satisfaction and effective communication capture the primary elements of the
behavioral system and phase models that emphasize both the sexual and emotional intimacy
that develop through effective communication
and sexuality. The constructs to the far right of
the model represent the relationship bonding
variables that develop as the result of emotional
and sexual intimacy such as commitment, relationship satisfaction, and stability. To the previous theories, we add the crucial variable of
relationship attitudes (Jensen, Willoughby, Holman, Busby, & Shafer, 2015) that is a newer
variable we expected might be a common outcome of multiple relationship experiences as
described by Teachman (2009) and others (see
Willoughby & Carroll, 2016). In Teachman’s
work he contemplates whether the negative effects of cohabitation and multiple sexual part-

Figure 1. Initial model testing the influence of sexual, relationship, and cohabiting histories.
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ners might be because of individuals learning
that relationships are fragile and painful rather
than enduring and satisfying. While this construct is associated with attachment, correlations with attachment measures from previous
studies indicate it is only moderately correlated
with attachment measures (Jensen et al., 2015).
These findings suggest the measure is capturing
overall attitudes about relationships rather than
attachment behaviors and internal working
models. Consequently, relationship attitudes is
a scale that evaluates whether individuals view
relationships as positive or rewarding as compared with negative, challenging, and punishing.
Through the evaluation of this model we attempt to fill important gaps in the literature by
comprehensively exploring the common and
unique influence of the three primary types of
relationships that individuals experience. While
some studies have explored the influence of one
type of relationship on a few variables, none of
the studies have attempted to explore all three
types of relationships in a comprehensive model
that includes the new variable of relationship
attitudes as suggested by recent research.
Purpose of This Study
The purpose of our study is to explore how
different relationship histories influence current
relationship functioning. Some individuals have
many romantic relationships and few sexual
relationships. Others have few romantic relationships and many sexual relationships. There
are also those who have few or no cohabiting
relationships and some have many cohabiting
relationships. Because many relationships combine elements of romance, sex, and cohabitation, we expect that there will be a common or
shared influence of previous relationship experiences that is captured by a latent variable
called relationship history. We expect this relationship history to be associated with current
relationship functioning. Conversely, no matter
how much shared variance exists between romance, sex, and cohabitation, there is still likely
some unique influence of romantic, sexual, or
cohabiting relationships on current relationship
functioning that is not captured by the latent
variable. Therefore, our first two research questions were the following:

1. Is there a common or shared influence
from past sexual, romantic, and cohabiting
relationships on current relationship functioning?
2. Is there a unique influence of each of these
three types of relationships on current relationship functioning?
In addition, the effects of previous relationships may be different for women and men so
our third research question is:
3. Does the combined or unique influence of
previous relationship types change based
on gender?
We sought to answer these questions by evaluating the model in Figure 1. This model allows
us to explore the common effects, or relationship history, that are shared by all relationship
types as compared with the unique influence of
cohabitation, sexuality, and romance.
Method
Participants
The participants for this study were selected
from a recently collected national dataset from
the RELATionship Evaluation Questionnaire
(RELATE; Busby, Holman, & Taniguchi,
2001). Our sample consisted of 4,264 individuals, drawn from a larger dataset by selecting
only those in a serious relationship who indicated they were either exclusively dating their
partner, engaged, or married. Thirty-two percent of the participants were in an exclusive
dating relationship, 44% were engaged, and
24% were married. Sixteen percent of the participants had previously been divorced. The
gender distribution was 37% male and 63%
female. The participants ranged in age from 18
to 79, with the mean age of the sample being
31.1 years (SD ⫽ 9.58). The ethnic distribution
was 72% percent Caucasian, 9% African American, 5% Latin American, 4% Asian American,
4% mixed ethnicities, and 6% answered “other.” These individuals reported a variety of religious affiliations; 32% Protestant, 19% Catholic, 24% nonaffiliated, 5% Latter-day Saint
(Mormon), 3% Jewish, 2% Buddhist, and 15%
listed “other.”
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Procedure
These individuals completed RELATE online after being exposed to the instrument
through a variety of settings (as part of a class,
given by a relationship educator or therapist,
searching for it on the web). Participants take
RELATE because they or their instructor or
therapist are interested in getting the assessment
report that details the strengths and weaknesses
in their relationship. Nobody is excluded from
taking RELATE except for those under the age
of 18 because of the sensitive nature of some of
the questions about violence in the family of
origin and sexuality in the current relationship.
Each participant was asked to complete the
300⫹ item survey independently. Participants
typically take between 30 to 60 min to complete
the survey. All of the participants completed an
appropriate consent form before the completion
of the RELATE instrument and the study was
approved by the Institutional Review Board
(IRB) committee at the authors’ university.
Measures
For this study, all of the measures came from
the RELATE instrument. We examined the constructs of relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, effective communication, commitment,
relationship stability, relationship attitudes,
number of sexual partners, number of romantic
relationships, and number of cohabitation partners.
Romantic relationships. The number of
romantic relationships was measured by asking
the question, “How many serious romantic relationships have you had with different people
(including your current partner if appropriate)?”
The average number of romantic relationships
was 2.90 (SD ⫽ 1.7). Participants that reported
more than 15 romantic relationships were removed as outliers (N ⫽ 10). We were unable to
find a comparison sample in the literature for
the variable assessing the number of romantic
partners so it is not clear whether the current
sample was higher or lower than national norms
on this variable.
Sexual partners. The number of sexual
partners was measured by asking the question,
“With how many people have you had sexual
intercourse (including your current partner if
appropriate)?” The average number of sexual
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partners was 7.53 (SD ⫽ 9.5). In the current
study participants who reported more than 100
sexual partners were removed as outliers (N ⫽
9). Several studies have reported mean number
of sexual partners in a similar age range to the
current sample including means of 7.05 from
Liu et al. (2015) and means of 6.31(Stanley et
al., 2018). The mean for the Stanley et al. study
was likely lower than average for lifetime sexual partners because the mean age of the sample
was approximately 26, and the question asked
about the number or previous sexual partners so
participants were not counting their current
partner.
Cohabitation partners. The number of cohabiting partnerships was measured by asking
the question, “In your lifetime, with how many
romantic partners have you cohabited prior to
marriage (including your current partner if applicable)?” The average number of cohabiting
partners was 0.88 (SD ⫽ 1.07). This number is
similar to the average number of cohabiting
partners, .80, calculated from scholars using
governmental statistics on cohabitation and
marriage (Goodwin, Mosher, & Chandra,
2010), though this number is likely low as the
maximum value participants could report for
cohabiting unions was “3 or more.” In the current study participants who reported more than
10 cohabiting relationships were removed as
outliers (N ⫽ 4).
Sexual satisfaction. This scale was measured with six items from Rust and Golombok’s
(1986) Golombok Rust Inventory of Sexual Satisfaction to assess how satisfied participants
were with their sexual relationship (e.g., frequency of intercourse, amount of variety, time
spent on foreplay, etc.). This inventory has
shown adequate reliability and predictive validity in a variety of studies over the years (Brown
et al., 2017; Leonhardt, Willoughby, Busby,
Yorgason, & Holmes, 2018). Items were rated
on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1⫽
never to 5⫽ very often. Internal consistency of
the sexual satisfaction construct was high
(Cronbach’s ␣ ⫽ .84). The average report of
sexual satisfaction was 3.67 (SD ⫽ .85).
Relationship satisfaction. To assess the
level of relationship satisfaction, we used seven
items evaluating the participant’s degree of satisfaction in their relationship (e.g., satisfaction
with how conflicts were resolved, the love experienced, the overall relationship, etc.). Each
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item was answered on a 5-point Likert scale
(1 ⫽ very dissatisfied to 5 ⫽ very satisfied). The
Cronbach’s ␣ for the relationship satisfaction
scale was .90. The average score was 3.78
(SD ⫽ .86). Additional test–retest reliability
estimates in past research were between .76 and
.78 (Busby et al., 2001). Validity data have also
shown the strength of this scale in both correlational and longitudinal research as an outcome
of other relational processes (Halford et al.,
2017; Kim Halford et al., 2015). In previous
research this scale was also highly correlated
with other relationship quality and satisfaction
measures in cross-sectional and longitudinal research (Busby et al., 2001; Busby, Ivey, Harris,
& Ates, 2007).
Commitment. Commitment was assessed
with four items from Stanley and Markman’s
Commitment Inventory (Stanley & Markman,
1992) that asked participants to select the degree to which they agreed with each of the
statements (e.g., “My relationship with my partner is more important to me than almost anything else in my life.”). Items were on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 ⫽ strongly disagree
to 5 ⫽ strongly agree. Cronbach’s ␣ for the
commitment scale was .77. The average report
of commitment was 4.38 (SD ⫽ .66). Validity
information on this scale from previous research
showed that it has been effective as either a
predictor of other relationship variables or as an
outcome (Stanley, Amato, Johnson, & Markman, 2006; Stanley, Markman, & Whitton,
2002).
Communication. The communication
scale consisted of 15 items used to measure how
often participants were able to communicate
love and appreciation, were able to engage in
empathic communication, were able to communicate clearly, and were able to communicate in
a soothing fashion during times of conflict. The
response scale was a 5-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 ⫽ never to 5 ⫽ very often.
Internal consistency of the communication scale
was high (␣ ⫽ .91). The average report of
communication was 3.93 (SD ⫽ .50). In terms
of test–retest and validity information on this
scale, the communication items have been
shown to have test–retest values between .70
and .83 and were appropriately correlated with a
version of a commonly used Relationship Quality measure as predicted (Busby et al., 2001).
These scales have also been shown in both

correlational and longitudinal research to be
predictive of couple outcomes and are sensitive
to change in couple intervention studies (Bradford Witting & Busby, 2018; Busby et al.,
2007).
Relationship stability. The relationship
stability scale consisted of three items assessing
how stable their relationship was (e.g., how
often they have broken up or separated, thought
that their relationship was in trouble, and talked
about ending the relationship with their partner). These items were adapted from earlier
work by Booth, Johnson, and Edwards (1983).
The response scale was a 5-point Likert style
scale, ranging from 1 ⫽ never to 5 ⫽ very often.
The average stability score was 4.06 (SD ⫽
.83). The Cronbach’s ␣ was .81. Previous studies have shown this scale to have test–retest
reliability values between .78 and .86, and the
scale was appropriately correlated with other
relationship quality measures. Consequently the
scale has been shown to be valid for use in
cross-sectional and longitudinal research
(Busby, Holman, & Niehuis, 2009; Busby et al.,
2001, 2007).
Relationship attitudes. The relationship
attitudes scale assessed the participants’ attitudes toward romantic relationships (e.g., thinking relationships are safe, secure, rewarding; or
confusing, unfair, anxiety-provoking) based on
what they have experienced in previous romantic relationships. This scale is an adaptation of a
commonly used scale used to evaluate the impact of the family of origin relationships on
current relationship attitudes (Holman & Busby,
2011; Yoshida & Busby, 2012). Items were
changed to reference previous romantic relationships rather than family of origin relationships. Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 ⫽ strongly disagree to 5 ⫽
strongly agree. The Cronbach’s ␣ was .77 with
the average report being 3.65 (SD ⫽ .83).
Control variables. We controlled for religiosity, education, and relationship length. Religiosity was measured through four items that
asked the participants to select the degree to
which the item described them (e.g., “Spirituality is an important part of my life”). Items were
rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging
from 1 ⫽ never to 5 ⫽ very often. Factors
included how frequently they prayed, attended a
religious service, and considered spirituality an
important part of their lives. Internal consis-
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tency of the religiosity construct was high (␣ ⫽
.89). The average report of religiosity was 2.89
(SD ⫽ 1.29).
The remaining control variables were single
item demographic variables with one exception.
Relationship length for married couples included both the amount of time they dated before marriage and the length of their marriage, if
applicable.
Results
Table 1 includes the bivariate correlations
between the variables in Model 1 for men and
women. The correlations illustrate several important patterns in the data. First, the moderate
correlations, around .35, between the number of
romantic, sexual, and cohabiting partners provides evidence that using a common fate model
is appropriate as there is sufficient correlations
to produce reliable indicators of a latent variable
(Ledermann & Kenny, 2012). Second, the number of sexual partners, as compared with the
number of romantic or cohabiting partners, had
the strongest relationship with the other variables in the study such as relationship attitudes,
relationship stability, and satisfaction. Third,
the differences between women and men were
small.
The next step in the analysis was to evaluate
the model in Figure 1. Although not diagrammed, each of the unique elements, or error
terms, for the three variables contributing to the
latent relationship history variable were regressed on all the endogenous variables. Only
two paths were significant and were retained in
the results listed in Figure 2. All of the coefficients listed in Figure 2 were significant at p ⬍
.05. Also the control variables were regressed
on all of the other variables in the model but are
not drawn as were the covariances between the
endogenous variables. As expected from the
correlation matrix, the influence of education
was typically weak or nonsignificant on most of
the variables in the model, while the influence
of religiosity was moderate on the number of
cohabiting and sexual partners and communication and commitment. The influence of relationship length was moderate on relationship satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, and communication.
The model was evaluated for both men and
women. The model fit statistics for the female
and male models indicated good fit to the data.
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For the female model the 2 was 236.78 (p ⬍
.000), the comparative fit index (CFI) was .98,
the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) was .95, and
the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA) was .05. For the male model the 2
was 127.99 (p ⬍ .000), the CFI was .98, the TLI
was .95, and the RMSEA was .04.
Next we evaluated these models for equivalency by constraining the values to be equal
across sex. The 2 difference when the measurement coefficients were constrained to be
equal was .171, p ⫽ .68, indicating that the
measurement coefficients for women and men
were equivalent. The 2 difference when the
structural coefficients were constrained to be
equal was 92.62, p ⬍ .000, indicating that the
structural coefficients for women and men were
not equivalent. In Figure 2 the structural coefficients that were significantly different between
genders are indicated in bold. Only two coefficients were significantly different; the pathways
between relationship history and the number of
sexual partners and relationship stability. The
2 difference when the measurement intercepts
were constrained to be equal was 10.82, p ⬍
.01, indicating that the measurement intercepts
for women and men were not equivalent. The 2
difference when the structural intercepts were
constrained to be equal was 162.68, p ⬍ .001,
indicating that the structural intercepts for
women and men were not equivalent. Finally,
the 2 difference when the covariances of the
structural errors were constrained to be equal
was 235.84, p ⬍ .001, indicating that these
covariances were not equivalent for women and
men.
The structural coefficients listed in Figure 2
indicate that most of the variance of the three
relationship history variables flowed through
the common or latent variable pathways and
that all of these associations were negative. The
strongest associations for this common latent
factor of relationship history was with relationship attitudes and stability. There were only two
significant paths directly from the unique variances of cohabiting partners and sexual partners
and they were both on relationship stability.
These associations showed that as the number
of cohabiting and sexual partners increased relationship stability decreased. The number of
romantic partners did not have any unique associations.

1.00
.32
.29
⫺.15
⫺.01ⴱ
⫺.10
⫺.07
⫺.11
⫺.11
⫺.04ⴱ
⫺.18
⫺.02ⴱ
.90
1.10
.86
1.03

#Cohabit
#Sexual
#Romantic
Attitudes
SexSatis
EffComm
Commit
RelSat
RelStab
Length
Religiosity
Education
Means (women)
SD
Means (men)
SD

.39
1.00
.29
⫺.10
⫺.08
⫺.13
⫺.13
⫺.17
⫺.15
⫺.01ⴱ
⫺.12
.02ⴱ
6.87
9.10
9.52
13.50

#Sexual
.40
.45
1.00
⫺.09
⫺.03ⴱ
⫺.05ⴱ
⫺.08
⫺.07
⫺.05ⴱ
⫺.07
⫺.04ⴱ
.10
2.79
1.59
2.99
1.92

#Romantic

SexSatis
⫺.07
⫺.06
⫺.05
.37
1.00
.44
.29
.66
.34
⫺.27
.02ⴱ
⫺.04ⴱ
3.67
.85
3.66
.83

Attitudes
⫺.11
⫺.13
⫺.11
1.00
.31
.49
.44
.52
.47
⫺.09
.11
.06ⴱ
3.57
.86
3.80
.76

⫺.05
⫺.08
⫺.03ⴱ
.52
.51
1.00
.48
.67
.46
⫺.21
.20
.02ⴱ
3.93
.52
3.92
.47

EffComm
⫺.05
⫺.12
⫺.07
.37
.33
.49
1.00
.48
.45
⫺.05ⴱ
.17
⫺.04ⴱ
4.34
.68
4.23
.63

Commit
⫺.09
⫺.10
⫺.04ⴱ
.55
.67
.72
.49
1.00
.62
⫺.26
.13
⫺.03
3.75
.90
3.84
.77

RelSat
⫺.12
⫺.14
⫺.03ⴱ
.49
.42
.52
.46
.65
1.00
⫺.11
.12
.04
4.02
.85
4.14
.79

RelStab
⫺.02
⫺.03ⴱ
⫺.08
⫺.05
⫺.23
⫺.25
⫺.11
⫺.31
⫺.18
1.00
.07
.11
5.36
6.40
5.37
6.61

ⴱ

Length

⫺.22
⫺.14
⫺.03ⴱ
.07
.02ⴱ
.11
.08
.06
.05
.06
1.00
⫺.01ⴱ
2.96
1.27
2.75
1.33

Religiosity

.03ⴱ
.08
.15
.06
⫺.08
.04ⴱ
.01ⴱ
⫺.04ⴱ
.04ⴱ
.13
.04ⴱ
1.00
6.74
1.78
6.53
1.9

Education

Note. SexSatis ⫽ sexual satisfaction; EffComm ⫽ effective communication; RelSat ⫽ relationship satisfaction; RelStab ⫽ relationship stability. Asterisks indicate nonsignificant
correlations at p ⬍ .01.

#Cohabit

Variable

Table 1
Correlations for Women (Above the Diagonal) and Men (Below)
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Figure 2. Final model. Coefficients listed first are for females and those listed in parentheses
are for males.

Discussion
Our purpose in conducting this study was to
understand whether there was a common or
shared association from past romantic, sexual,
and cohabiting relationships with current relationship functioning. It was also our intention to
explore the unique associations of each type of
relationship and whether the associations were
distinct for women and men. There does appear
to be shared attributes between these types of
relationships that are negatively associated with
current relationship functioning.
What our findings illustrate is that when the
correlations between these three relationship
types move together or are shared they have a
significantly negative association, especially on
relationship attitudes and relationship stability.
Why? It is possible that this latent variable of
relationship history is largely picking up on the
damage that can occur because of breakups of
serious relationships as mentioned earlier and
backed up by research from other scholars (Cui
et al., 2012; Davies & Windle, 2000; Simpson,
1987; Teachman, 2003). While surely individ-

uals learn both positive and negative things
from past relationships, perhaps the positives
are overwhelmed by one or more serious breakups that leave individuals with less hopeful attitudes about relationships and less stable future
relationships. The relationship attitude scale is
strongly associated with all of the other variables in this study from sexual satisfaction to
communication and commitment, and finally to
relationship satisfaction and stability.
Teachman (2003) may have been correct
when he speculated that some of what is learned
from previous breakups may be the transitory
nature of relationships as well as how to become
better at breaking up. Perhaps individuals with
extensive previous relationship experience become less patient with future relationships and
more sensitive to negative relational signs. This
may influence them to move toward breaking up
faster that would explain the negative effect on
current relationship stability. It may also be that
those who are better at making relationships
work from the beginning are more likely to stay
in relationships and, therefore, have fewer num-
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bers of relationships of all types. However, if
this were the dominant pattern we should still
see a significant common association for the
relationship history latent variable but it would
be a positive rather than a negative association.
These speculations lead us to ponder how future
research with these types of variables should
consider unique trajectories for different types
of couples as those who have few relationships
of all types may be quite different than those
who have many different relationships of all
types. Also important, it may be very enlightening to have individuals rate the impact of each
relationship they have been in to see if what is
occurring is an accumulation of small effects
across many relationships or less common but
more traumatic effects of a single breakup.
We also found that over and above the common or shared associations of relationship history there was a unique negative association on
relationship stability for both the number of
cohabiting and the number of sexual relationships. These findings are consistent with previous research that shows that multiple cohabiting
and sexual relationships were negatively associated with future relationship stability (Busby
et al., 2013; Kennedy & Bumpass, 2008; Sassler
et al., 2012). We thought there might be unique
associations on other variables such as attitudes,
sexual satisfaction and commitment, but the
unique associations appear to be exclusively
with relationship stability. Though this association is not strong it is worth noting as the factor
loadings were large enough to suggest that most
of the variance is going through the common
effect so what little variance is left still has a
significant influence on relationship stability
and the effect is stronger for women than men.
The unique effect of the number of sexual partners, distinct from its association with romance
or cohabitation, appears to specifically be associated with women feeling less stable in their
current relationships. This is more evidence for
the potential salience of a sexual restraint model
versus a sexual compatibility model (Busby et
al., 2013) as well as for the commitment model
from Stanley and associates that suggests early
sexual involvement may impede the ability to
make better relationship choices (Stanley,
Rhoades, & Markman, 2006).
Still, although in the bigger picture the general trend in the results was for the associations
to be stronger for women than for men, very

few of these coefficients were significantly different. Consequently, the most accurate statement would be that the associations of relationship history and relationship attitudes on all the
other variables in the model are largely the same
for men and women. There are some differences
that ought to be more carefully explored, but so
far most of the variables are not significantly
different for the sexes.
Limitations and Future Directions
There are several limitations to this study that
should be noted when interpreting the findings.
The sample is not representative so consequently the results may be skewed in unexpected directions. Also, while we asked participants to rate the influence of previous
relationships on their current attitudes, a longitudinal sample where individuals are followed
in and out of previous relationships would
likely yield more depth and predictive power to
previous relationship histories on current relationship functioning.
Additionally, there are likely unique issues
experienced by LGBTQIA individuals that may
influence their relationship histories and that
may influence how relationship history is associated with relationship outcomes. Unfortunately, the sample did not allow us to explore
these issues and we were unable to locate research by scholars who have studied how relationship histories influence relationship outcomes with these groups.
Even with the limitations, this is the first
study we are aware of that allows for an investigation of the shared variance of different types
of past relationship histories on current relationship functioning while also exploring the
unique associations of previous romantic, cohabiting, and sexual experiences. From the results of this study it is evident that more closely
studying previous relationship history, including more details about both the positive and
negative carryover into current relationships, is
likely to help scholars and couples better understand and improve current relationship functioning. The findings from this study suggest
that the combined shared association of previous relationship history is negative and that the
unique associations of previous sexual and cohabiting relationships are also negative as it is
associated with lower levels of relationship sta-
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bility. Clearly more studies need to be conducted on relationship history and more effort
needs to be done to help individuals developmentally mature in the relationship area without
the negative spillover that can occur after breakups.
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Implications
Most individuals have had previous relationships with a variety of partners. In fact on
average individuals in this study had experienced three romantic relationships, eight sexual
relationships, and one cohabiting relationship.
As has been noted by other scholars on adult
romantic relationships, the alternatives to marriage are as diverse and available as they have
been at any time in modern history (Cherlin,
2009; Finkel, Hui, Carswell, & Larson, 2014).
Currently, the vast majority of couples are electing to cohabit before marriage and higher percentages of individuals are staying single longer
than ever before. Nevertheless, this does not
change the fact that close to 90% of people will
eventually marry and that almost all report that
they want to marry. (Finkel et al., 2014). These
realities make it even more important that we
consider the unique effect of different types of
past relationship choices on current relationship
functioning as we have attempted to do in this
study.
At the least the present study implies that
applied professionals should ask about relationship attitudes and histories as potential points of
education or intervention. As these relationship
histories become more complex and numerous
they are likely to be associated with a variety of
attitudes which are also likely to be related to
relationship outcomes. The findings from this
study also imply that applied professionals may
be able to enhance current relationships. This
may be done by developing strategies, programs, or modules that help individuals and
couples identify enduring negative expectations
they have about relationships. Once these negative expectations are identified applied professionals can help them challenge these expectations, adopt more hopeful and forward thinking
perspectives, and behaviorally translate these
positive expectations into their current relationships. Another important implication is to begin
to help youth contemplate the potential spillover that might occur from all relationship types
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into future relationships that they may want to
be more enduring. The results from this study
do not suggest that any one type of relationship
is ideal; rather they suggest that as the number
of relationships accumulate across time there is
an association with negative relationship attitudes and outcomes. Consequently, it would be
useful to help youth and young adults understand that matters of the heart are serious and
even casual sexual relationships have consequences. It might help to consistently teach the
markers of positive friendship and the mechanism for building strong relationships so that
fewer but better relationships are enjoyed. Finally, there are likely many exceptions to the
overall patterns in this study in that some individuals likely learn needed lessons and perspectives from previous relationships and appropriately learn to carry forward these lessons for
improved future relationships. Studying these
exceptions would be important for informing
both basic research and applied programs.
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